


CULTURAL 
MEDIATION 
FOR SOCIAL 
CHANGE 

rn PANDEMIC 
TIMES 

















ZEM(S98 








on oa ae F 
a RRR) id sei w ieeecial ae ‘i or 
™ ve ee Ra Ba: a ™ — 
le 
va a sen 
oat a te ae, aa hal oat 
a eS e ag oe a <- y 
a coll lee bo : - ™ a a 
+ - at bal ~ inte 
ca a ee 
oo en... ee ee 6S -— ee et Salle ll i > eae 
- edo se oe ae err «we . 
— tie cit. = 2a = ir Se 
or —_—e Pee ee a a «el 
i | 


See oe —_ 2 





WHO 

IS THIS 
OPEN PAPER 
FOR? 


The Open Paper is intended as a practical tool for: 


CULTURAL MEDIATORS OR ORGANISATIONS that 
have been faced with tasks involving cultural me- 
diation between various kinds of agents holding 
different positions within the fabric of society. Whe- 
ther you're a self-employed mediator whose expe- 
rience is limited to cultural mediation in museums 
and you'd like to broaden your understanding of 
what it means to mediate, or whether you work in 
an organisation that is more of a social connector 
between different agents (civil society, public and 
private institutions), this document will help you to 
reflect on your practice. 


PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS interested in better unders- 
tanding what's involved in the kind of mediation 
work that is not exclusively confined to museums 
or similar institutions, but that instead provides su- 
pport, facilitation, recoding, and sparks negotiation 
and dialogue between different types of agents 
who have common interests and who wish to work 
collaboratively on a joint project. 


PRIVATE FOUNDATIONS that wish to switch from 
a results-oriented project model and wish to trans- 
form their own model to enable long-term proces- 
ses designed around cultural and social mediation, 
while also trying to understand the nature and im- 
plications of this work. 


Use it, remix and have fun! 


Culture for Solidarity, 2019 





Gema Valencia 


ABSTRACT: 
WHAT 
WILL YOU 
FIND HERE? 


This Open Paper aims to broaden the notion of 
what is known as “cultural mediation”. Literature 
written about this practice tends to be associated 
with the support work carried out by professionals 
specialised in contemporary cultural practices or 
art history in museums or exhibition spaces as a 
way of intervening in the relationship between the 
public and the works of art on display. In this Open 
Paper the concept of “cultural mediation” is expan- 
ded by studying ZEMOS98's own practices using 
conversations that emerged during the “Laboratory 
of Cultural Mediation in Pandemic Times”, an event 
financed by the City of Seville Institute of Art and 
Culture. 


The laboratory was divided into four sessions: 


THE FIRST, with the participation of Maria Farras 
(CCCB: Barcelona Centre of Contemporary Culture) 
and Tere Badia (Secretary General of Culture Action 
Europe). 








THE SECOND, with the participation of Jaz Choi 
(RMIT University) and Adam Horowitz (Artist and 


mediator). 


THE THIRD, with the participation of José Luis de 





and Maria Yanez (Media researcher and head of 
Vinte). 


THE FOURTH, with the participation of Marta Malo 
(Translator and _ activist researcher) and Fran MM 
Cabeza de Vaca (Educational programming at Mu- 
seo Reina Sofia, music professor on leave). 











This paper also includes an article that pulls toge- 
ther insights from these four sessions and tries to 
summarise at least 6 reflections or notes that help 
expand the idea of what “cultural mediation” is. 


Keep in mind that this Open Paper is not designed 
to be a purely academic tool. We want it to be of 
practical use. Feel free to use it, modify it and remix 
it as you see fit. 


Displaced in Media Hackcamp 





Gema Valencia 





ZEMOSIYS 


ZEMOS98 mediates between institutions, collecti- 
ves, social organisations and other actors with the 
aim of creating intersectional spaces for political 
dialogue. It does this by developing participatory 
processes, caring for the commons, working to 
hack dominant narratives and developing counter- 
narratives through media. 


THANKS 


We owe many thanks to a large number of people 
for their ideas and resources, which have provided 
us with so much guidance in writing this Open Pa- 
per. We are also grateful to the people who partici- 
pated in the Laboratory of Cultural Mediation who- 
se conversations resulted in this document: Maria 
Farras, Tere Badia, Jaz Choi, Adam Horowitz, José 
Luis de Vicente, Maria Yanez, Marta Malo and Fran 
MM Cabeza de Vaca. 


Seville Activists Meeting, 2016 - Gema Valencia 





SIX 

QUESTIONS 
ABOUT CULTURAL 
MEDIATION 

FOR SOCIAL 
CHANGE 

In PANDEMIC 
TIMES 


“Navigating a communal geography differs from 
reading a text, purchasing a commodity, or from 
the self-consciousness of social media. You navi- 
gate a material place in the time of your body, ra- 
ther than emitting dispatches into a dematerialized 
zone of no context. You are public, but not displa- 
yed, surveilled, and archived. You relate to others 
spontaneously, without any obligation to perform 
or expose yourself. Your self can stretch to its full 
social mobility, rather than indexing itself into the 
narrow confines of text. Ideology, politics, taste, and 
social media - these fixities can be a Procrustean 
bed that crams your whole self into a shrunken mo- 
dality of positions and transactional messages, but 
most interesting interactions we have in life are not 
when we are ‘on’. Life happens when you are not 
making declarations. Life happens when you are 
with other people.” 

Ken Chen 


This quote is from the book As radical, as mother, 
as salad, as shelter: What should art institutions do 
now?, published by Paper Monument. 


INTRODUCTION 

One of the things that we have done most at ZE- 
MOS98 is to organise gatherings of people who 
have never met before. Beyond just creating “ne- 
tworking spaces” or enabling strangers to meet and 
work on projects together, we can also proudly say 
that we've helped create many new friendships. 


What happens is that when we talk about “care” 
and build “spaces of co-creation” using methodo- 
logies that confront and recognise power dynamics 
but, at the same time, try to encourage imaginative 
ways of working together, everything seems to be 
wrapped in a shroud of mystery where it’s easy to 
confuse this “love is in the air” kind of feeling with 
the structured and planned out work at hand. 


Obviously nobody can predict whether or not two 
strangers will be able to connect. There are times 
when even the most on-point facilitations or most 
fine-tuned algorithms cannot create a connection 
between two individuals. Sometimes, even among 
those who seem to be like-minded, it’s not so easy 
to attain the kind of coveted connection that, in 
turn, creates new social spaces itself. There are ways 
to try, though. This attempt is what we call “cultural 
mediation” at ZEMOS98. 


Sometimes it means a 3-day meeting where we ga- 
ther 40 people together (any more detracts from 
the intimacy) and get to work with post-its, poster 
boards and markers. Other times it involves long 
conversations with moments of connection that 
last for weeks but aim at getting people from diffe- 
rent professions to work together. And other times 
it’s about negotiating between peers who form 
a community of shared practices or interests but 
who have not been able to identify a shared path. 


For ZEMOS9Q8, cultural mediation is an amalgam of 
practices, tools and methodologies that involve fa- 
cilitation, support and recoding. But mediation is 
also the search for a common language. A langua- 
ge that may be new and invented and that seeks 
to inspire. A language that sometimes attempts to 
revive lost words or rituals. A language that someti- 
mes resembles a patchwork quilt. 


The following is our attempt to hash out six 
post-pandemic questions that explore ways to ad- 
dress the challenges of cultural mediation we have 
just defined. 


1 

HOU DO WE 
“MEDIATE 

FOR SOCIAL 
CHANGE’ In 

A DIGITAL 
CONTEXT THAT 

IS BECOMING 
MORE AND MORE 
PRIVATISED? 


It’s no secret that the pandemic has sped up a pro- 
cess that has been happening for years: the conti- 
nuous privatisation of spaces and tools that early 
pioneers once thought of as a common digital spa- 
ce. 


During the early 2000s, a common attempt at 
thwarting any radical approach to the debate was: 
“Free culture can be made with private software.” 
Now, however, it’s undeniable that RSS (the spirit of 
shared knowledge on blogs or wikis), P2P networks 
and the idea of the internet as an open and decen- 
tralised space have given way to an internet where 
paid subscriptions have become the norm, as have 
personal or collective brand advertisement and al- 
gorithms that reward loyalty but often end up be- 
ing toxic and harmful to the user. 


Likewise, the tools that we use to communicate 
with each other or store our knowledge generally 
belong to mega-corporations that, little by little, 
have been sinking their claws into the education 
sector, offering “integral solutions” for managing 
knowledge generated in these contexts. The solu- 
tions, however, only complete a process that Noam 
Chomsky already warned us about in 1998 when 
he said that if we do nothing, internet and cable will 
be monopolised within ten or fifteen years by en- 
trepreneurial mega-corporations..that people don't 
recognise that they have in their hands the possibi- 
lity of owning these technological instruments ins- 
tead of just leaving them to huge companies and 
that for them to realise this, we need coordination 
between groups that oppose this monopolisation, 
using technology with creativity, intelligence and 
initiative to promote, for example, education. 





During the course of the pandemic, we have had 
to reinvent how we communicate digitally a million 
times, and in many cases it has involved needing 
to pay for pro versions of tools that we used to use 
for free. Video conference systems, shared digital 
whiteboards, content storage, etc. These tools have 
suddenly become an absolute necessity, and much 
of the time they are storing very valuable content 
in private spaces owned by corporations whose va- 
lues have nothing to do with the common good. 


Tere Badia reflects on this issue as follows: “One 
of the things that | think about and that | believe 
could turn into something big in terms of political 
action - and even if it is an uphill battle, it could 
still be very liberating - is how we define public 
space in the digital sphere. If culture happens in 
meeting places, and meeting places are common 
space, how do we create this space? How do we 
create public space within the digital realm when 
everything digital is in completely privatised hands? 
This is something | can’t stop thinking about lately. 
If we depend on big corporations - Apple, Google, 
Facebook, etc. - and they are the ones who decide 
what can and cannot be done, we're just giving up 
our public space.” 


Obviously, this is an issue full of nuances that could 
easily lead to very complex debates. We already 
know that the problem is not the technology itself: 
technology has actually allowed us to do things like 
generate more active participation. For example, 
digital events over the past year have enabled us 
to involve people who, due to borders or because 
of physical inaccessibility, would have had much 
more difficulty participating in in-person activities. 





Tere Badia adds another advantage - questioning 
the dictatorship of the office as a space of shared 
work: “Screen presence also has its advantages, be- 
cause it has a very positive aspect that, depending 
on how you approach it, also allows you to esca- 
pe the omnipresence or dictatorial dynamics of an 
office. This is a very good thing, but the problem is, 
how do you substitute the office with a meeting 
place that is not digital? 


The pandemic has generated a lot of pain and has 
ruined the lives of thousands of people. On the 
other hand, it has managed to temporarily stop the 
global capitalist machine, which has clearly been 
operating beyond its means. What we have to do 
now is try to hold onto the positive aspects of digi- 
tal living and slowly revive in-person activities and 
behaviours. What will continue to be a priority - and 
it certainly won't be easy - is the question of whe- 
ther or not we will be able to recover our digital 
public spaces. 
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2 

DO WE NEED 
A DIGITAL 
DETOX TO BE 
ENVIRONMEN- 
TALLY FRIENDLY? 
SHOULD 
MEDIATION 
ADVOCATE 
FOR A TEMPO- 
RARY MéeEDIA 
DISCONNECT? 


Any cultural agent, whatever their position or pos- 
sible financial precarity, has been subjected to long 
video conference sessions on one platform or ano- 
ther. This opens up a conversation about these tools 
and how a space that was created to be acommon 
resource (the internet) has ended up being priva- 
tised, offering many paid options for professional 
use. On top of that, though, there’s another issue 
that has been brought up repeatedly in online 
workshops, digital meetings and videoconference 
round tables: digital fatigue. 


The issue is that any cultural agent that engages in 
mediation work is now faced with an attention eco- 
nomy that is much more competitive and dispersed. 
Big platforms like Netflix, HBO, Disney and so on 
have launched a battle to attain the ultimate level of 
super-production. And if this isn’t enough, social ne- 
tworks are fighting to develop algorithms that keep 
us consuming content while refining what they offer 
based on what they believe our interests to be (if 
you gift someone with a toolbox, even if you your- 
self have no personal interest in tools, you will then 
be subjected to ads and video about DIY home im- 
provement for weeks). We all produce and consume 
more and more digital content, and this contributes 
to what Maria Farras identifies as digital saturation: 
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“Large platforms are like a drill, a loud noise that’s 
always there drilling away (..). We have the right to 
defend our quiet spaces and to think about and 
create islands of time. What happens when wor- 
king from home, though, is that work gets into your 
personal space and it feels like you always have to 
be present, and that makes us feel like we can't 
stop (...). | actually did quit one platform, and it’s to- 
tally fine to not be on there. You make up for it with 
quality of life. We often think that there's no alter- 
native, but we really don’t need to keep up with the 
rhythm that these big platforms set for us, because, 
in reality, it’s all made up anyway.” 


What has happened is that any of us who have been 
in a position where we've had to organise meeting 
spaces during the pandemic have been faced with 
a paradox. We've been lucky to be able to count on 
people who are far away without having to spend 
thousands of euros on flights and accommodation 
- which also has a positive impact on the environ- 
ment - but at the same time, these meeting for- 
mats are causing us more and more stress. This is 
why Maria Yanez, as a middle ground between digi- 
tal and environmental priorities, proposes a kind of 
metaphor, but also practice, for dealing with chan- 
ges in how we mediate through various media: 


“lam now in a phase of media degrowth. | try to 
look after the environment and not create too much 
noise. This will be an important area of work and 
reflection in the coming years. At a moment when 
the whole world is generating content and produ- 
cing media and more, what's the role of someone 
who works in the audiovisual industry? (..) Perhaps 
we should be questioning that obligation to crea- 
te content. | think that mediation via media at this 
moment in time must play a reflective role in terms 
of what’s produced, how it’s produced, under what 
conditions it’s produced and if it even needs to be 
produced at alll. (...) Right now, maybe mediation via 
media should choose another path and opt to take 
a break. Because | think that one of the problems 
with it is the extraction of people’s attention spans 
as a resource. And what do we give back in return? 
To me, it seems to be one of the big problems to 
tackle both theoretically and when questioning our 
own practices of media production.” 


One thought that relates very closely to a maxim 
that Mexican writer Fran Illich (who visited Seville 
many times to collaborate with ZEMOS98 and later 
with EZLN) shared years ago: “The future happens 
when you temporarily disconnect.” Except that so- 
metimes it’s not the future, but the present. 


“I call it digital veganism. Because it works like a diet, 
but it’s actually a political position. | believe that in 
the coming years, this will have to be an important 
underlying idea, not just the goal of certain projects 
but a constant effort to really ask ourselves what 
percentage of our projects need to involve media 
or content production. And what kind of content 
should we make in order to have the best possible 
noise:efficacy ratio? Because often we produce a 
lot of content, especially when we work with mi- 
cro-narratives, social media and lighter content, but 
maybe we should be working in different formats. 
Creating content is something that we should be 
doing less and less. Or we should at least be gene- 
rating less useless content,” comments Maria Yanez. 
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And clearly, if we talk about digital veganism, we 
cannot escape one of the most central issues of our 
time: the climate crisis. Many of the technologies 
that we use to work, especially in the context of di- 
gital mediation, also carry their own environmental 
impact. Think about digital consumption and its re- 
lation to the kind of economy that it projects. We 
urgently need to focus on these questions, as Jose 
Luis de Vicente states: 


“| agree 100% with the idea that we should take 
more interest in certain ways of thinking outside 
the nightmarish practices of extracting people’s 
attention and outside of hyper-productive ideals in 
terms of how we consume media and spend our 
time. | think that new forms of resistance can also 
include disobeying the ‘orders’ to participate in me- 
dia, which just get more and more alienating, dark 
and predatory. All of this contributes to the values 
of this moment. Humanist values, | would say, even 
if it's a word that | hesitate to use. And it has to go 
beyond sustainability. We're talking about the fact 
that we're living through a planetary crisis. It’s not a 
question of sustainability, it’s a question of survival. 
It’s trying to guarantee that the most possible hu- 
mans and other species survive, so that we can get 
to a place that is not of constant loss and complete 
deprivation.” 


We cannot continue mediating, whether digitally or 
in person, if we do not tackle, once and for all, the 
climate and environmental crisis plaguing our pla- 
net. And the pandemic has shown us that there are 
issues that transcend borders and ideologies. This is 
a shared battlefield. 


5 

IS MEDIATION 
FOR SOCIAL 
CHANGE 

A COMmmMUNI- 
CATION TOOL 
OR METHOD 
OF TRANSLATION 
BETWEEN 
AGENTS THAT 
USE DIFFERENT 
LANGUAGES? 


The word “mediation” has traditionally been used 
in contexts associated with cultural institutions and 
museums. Some years ago, the adjective “cultural” 
was added to refer to a series of community inter- 
vention practices that are used outside of institu- 
tions and the public sector. This is what we mean 
when we talk about mediation for social transfor- 
mation. Beyond the conceptual ideas of academia, 
we believe that thinking about and broadening the 
concept is an interesting exercise, not so much to 
hone in on a definitive definition, but more to fa- 
cilitate and make accessible the work that can so- 
metimes be difficult to summarise in few words. In 
addition to being a process - and to some degree, 
an experimental one - we must also add that it is 
characterised by other difficulties, such as the lack 
of support and institutional recognition that cul- 
tural mediation practices receive, both locally and 
nationally. Or the scarcity of regulated training asso- 
ciated with this line of work. Little by little, streams 
of public funding and educational spaces are deve- 
loping, but in the meanwhile we have to keep wor- 
king with the term “cultural mediation” by posing 
questions that result in more than just incomplete 
definitions. 
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Jose Luis de Vicente is certain that the key word 
is intermediation and understands mediation as 
articulated by ZEMOS98 as a sort of intercommu- 
nicative tool: “For me, the word mediation clearly 
refers back to the educational mediation of cultural 
institutions, which is something that has nothing to 
do with what you do, right? Somehow, | think of you 
more as a type of intermediation, as a mechanism 
of translation. Like an intercom that enables com- 
munication among agents from different commu- 
nities with different knowledge, practices and areas 
of specialisation. Social movements are one exam- 
ple. Others could be public institutions, academia, 
communities around artistic practices, the general 
public...” 


In the end, this translation work depends on the 
privilege of understanding different languages. 
Can we live in a world without translators? There 
is surely a tendency to automate all processes of 
translation, but we know very well that algorithms 
have their limits when it comes to translating. Not 
so much literally, but in terms of all the issues that 
are implicit in the act of communication. Therefore, 
it’s worth asking, is there a future for mediation un- 
derstood as an exercise in translation? Jose Luis de 
Vicente believes there is: 


“| see two points of tension in terms of the future of 
these kinds of processes - we can call them trans- 
lation or processes of transmission. As far as I'm 
concerned, these processes absolutely have a futu- 
re. In fact, every one of these agents exists in airti- 
ght compartments, and when you're able to create 
pathways that lead one to the others, very power- 
ful things begin to happen. Of course, this is not 
a methodology that can be applied universally in 
just any context, nor is it detached from the wishes, 
possibilities and capabilities of all of the agents in 
any given ecosystem. For example, you can’t media- 
te against the institution, or at least | don't think it’s 
recommendable as an attempt to build a model to 
move forward with. | do think, though, that at those 
points of tension, it’s important that agents in very 
secure positions in society, such as in academia or 
cultural institutions, understand that they exist wi- 
thin a context. They shouldn't have a prescriptive or 
top-down view of what they do, but rather unders- 
tand that they are a node in flux.” 


Parallel to this idea of translation processes, the- 
re is another metaphor that Adam Horowitz uses 
to broaden the notion of mediation by exploring 
the idea of digging tunnels and applying concepts 
from distributed pedagogy: “The metaphor of brid- 
ge building has become a little stale. As if ‘maintai- 
ning bridges’ could just explain what the work is all 
about. I’m a bit skeptical about this definition. But 
at the same time, when | look back, a large part 
of the work that I’ve been doing could actually be 
explained in a similar way with another metaphor: 
digging tunnels. Because a big part of the work 
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Meeting of the Pediatric ICU - Concomitentes project 


Rocio Eslava 


that we do is not visible or involves the redistribu- 
tion of resources or the kind of collaborations that 
are really not intended to be visible because they 
are more subversive. And when | think back to my 
experiences in the US Department of Arts and Cul- 
ture - whose provocative name ironically pointed 
out the fact that in the USA, there is no such gover- 
nmental institution - most of what worked for us 
had to do with the idea of distributed pedagogy. 
Working with a bunch of colleagues, developing 
tools and resources that would be equally as avai- 
lable to a 10-year-old child as they would be to a 
big cultural institution. And most of that only rarely 
had anything to do with producing big events, but 
rather growing a certain level of cultural legitima- 
cy with a bunch of organisations that were looking 
to do things in a more participatory way, organi- 
sations that wanted to be part of something that 
was more than the sum of its parts and be part 
of the collective action. And | think that in doing 
that, we did manage to successfully build bridges 
between social and artistic movements. Because 
we were connected to a growing network of artists 
that engaged with social issues but that were not 
necessarily playing a leadership role in those issues 
or organising social movements.” 


It’s not always easy to achieve effective participa- 
tion. Sometimes, particularly within administra- 
tions, methods are created that encourage partici- 
pation in an awkward way with no lasting effect. 
This is usually because the resources to do anything 
more just aren't available. This translates into legi- 
timate distrust on the part of those who see this 
more as a simulation of participation rather than 
something real and effective. According to this cri- 
tique, the methodology can sometimes be very su- 
perficial - an enthusiastic story or getting partici- 
pants to use post-its. It just doesn’t get to the root 
of the matter. Transformative participation can only 
be reached with enough material resources to sus- 
tain it over time. 
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When these spaces of co-creation and participa- 
tion - whether they use post-its or have 10-hour- 
long meetings - maintain long-term mediation 
work with a clear aim linked to social justice, they 
generate shared knowledge that is applied in truly 
transformative ways, not just cool photos of short-li- 
ved participatory processes. 


What seems to be true is that they are processes 
that are getting society involved more than ever. 
As Jose Luis de Vicente noted: “More and more, | 
see that these types of processes (mediation) are 
popping up naturally in our society's culture. Per- 
haps the more natural they feel within a society, the 
more we should really be rethinking those kinds of 
processes.” 
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4 
HOUW DO WE 
GET MEDIATION 
TO FOSTER 
THOUGHT 
PROCESSES 

IN THE SPACE 
BETWEEN 
ACADEMIA 

AND ACTIVISM? 





One of the legitimate fears that comes up around 
experimental knowledge production, whether in 
social spheres or the cultural sector, is the creation 
of empty imaginaries. These often take the form of 
clusters of words that include expressions in English 
just to seem impressive, buzzwords that don’t yield 
truly transformative practices for their setting or the 
communities that live there. This is also a prejudi- 
ce associated all too often with social and cultural 
agents who are not frontline activists but who are 
still creating ways of experimenting with the codes 
we use to relate to each other. 


For Marta Malo, one possible response to this pro- 
blem is to encourage situated thinking. She does 
this by telling a very personal life story around the 
question: How to resist the extractivist tendencies 
of those with cultural capital and participate in a 
grassroots movement? 
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Meeting of the Pediatric ICU - Concomitentes project 


Rocio Eslava 


“| was brought up in a family with cultural capital, 
surrounded by books. | saw myself in social move- 
ments, but | had the chance to get into the cultu- 
ral sector. And | saw that opportunity as something 
that could bring me into extractivist dynamics. | saw 
that by sharing spaces with other activists, | had the 
chance to capitalise on the discourse, a chance that 
others would never have. That made me feel really 
uncomfortable, and | decided to try and hold a very 
specific position and hold a glamour-free job, be- 
cause | also don't know how to sell myself. I'm shy, 
it makes me uncomfortable. So | became a trans- 
lator. And | always defended that line of work. But 
later | learned other things, and at a certain mo- 
ment, | began to see that that privilege could be 
implemented in another way to create spaces for 
generating discourse and transformations. And | 
went about doing that, but starting within the mo- 
vements where | had been active. That made for 
a rather round-about path towards what | do that 
can only really be explained by my life story. When | 
became a mother, | worked with the school. When 
| worked with undocumented people, | worked at 
the borders... And | was always trying to encourage 
situated thought. Words not caught up in abstract 
academic logic, and not marred by militant or artis- 
tic rigidity either. The key for me is to create spaces 
where people can be equal and feel seen.” 


As an example of how complicated processes 
of transformation can be, Marta Malo shares the 
story of how her daughters’ school was also a spa- 
ce where change took place through activating a 
community that served as a social movement. It 
was a rather unique experience, but it helped her 
to understand the complexities that arise when a 
community gets a disruptive intervention meant to 
spark transformation. The school was the CEIP Ma- 
nuel Nunez de Arena, in Vallecas: 
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“It made sense at the time to start in that school, 
we weren't just crazy to talk about it. But it has to 
do with a theory that | had earlier when thinking 
about the borders of the city - how segregation in 
the education system creates social distance. And it 
was such a shock to suddenly be living it myself in 
a very direct way. To really see how the neighbours 
treated some children almost as if they were mons- 
ters, you know? And so naturally, with a very mat- 
ter-of-fact anti-Romani racism... So we consciously 
used art to subvert that stigma, knowing that art 
has strong symbolic capital among the middle 
classes. And this started pulling in people from 
other social strata. And the well-to-do of the school 
and their plans of everyone getting along meant 
that this started to get noticed. | mean, it wasn't 
just the art, but the art was what attracted people 
and allowed them to mix, what made the school 
attractive - the art and other teaching methods. 
We played a game about free elections, and people 
came from other neighbourhoods. We also played 
a game that teaches about neoliberalism. Sure, we 
play, but it’s all to promote social justice. So, all this 
just to reflect a bit on how art can sometimes be 
used as a magnet to draw people in.” 


Marta points out a clear split in how privilege can be 
dealt with. On the one hand, those who know how 
to carry out mediation processes can often do so 
because they are in a position of privilege - at least 
the privilege of being heard as an active citizen. If 
someone gets to work in a position of intermedia- 
tion between different social agents and gets paid 
for it, it indicates a certain level of privilege, at least 
in Spain. But not all positions of privilege are used 
to oppress. They can also be used to redistribute 
roles, Knowledge and resources. On the other hand, 
if mediation is conscious of its own position of pri- 
vilege, the key questions are: Who benefits from 
the process? Who gains new roles, resources and 
knowledge? Without being an exact science, if the 
answer points towards these things being accumu- 
lated by a few, then you're looking at an extractivist 
practice. If the answer points towards those who 
did not have these things before the process star- 
ted, then the process could end up being transfor- 
mative. 
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We know that institutions are like big waterfalls. 
They are stuck in old ways that are very hard to 
change. We also know that, unfortunately, they very 
often create binary relationships - you're either in 
the institution or outside of it. And on the inside, 
apparently, there is a series of control mechanisms 
and technical rituals that only let those who are 
certified remain there. Anyone else is automatically 
a “visitor”. 


This is especially painful when it involves public 
institutions, which, in theory, should be designed 
under the principle of universality and equity. But 
we also know that there are many people trying to 
resist these old ways, trying to open up new spa- 
ces where people can operate in permanent roles, 
not just as visitors. Mediation can play a role in this 
change. But can we really manage to overpower 
these institutional ways? Fran MM Cabeza de Vaca, 
as a professor on leave, artist and head of education 
at the Museo Reina Sofia, reflects on these ques- 
tions: 


“One of the topics that worries me is homogenei- 
ty in different spaces. Schools are homogeneous 
spaces. The artistic world is homogenous, institu- 
tions are homogeneous spaces. And | feel that the 
projects that affect the most change are those that 
create intermediary passageways, little corridors 
where different people can cross over from one 
structure to another. In terms of those involved, | 
like this idea of double agents or triple agents, who 
are often mediators. Now, I’m also starting to realise 
that the realm of mediation is also homogeneous. 
It’s necessary to have this kind of figure, who has 
a foot in each world. If we rely too much on these 
homogeneous spaces and leave the institution or 
school to its own devices, it becomes very difficult 
to make things happen, because we live in such a 
polarised political landscape where everyone goes 
to one extreme or the other, you know? So, | do feel 
that this is very good work, that it’s putting you in 
a place that is not polarised, that is heterogeneous. 
| don’t want to use the word ‘diverse’ because it’s 
a word that many people already manipulate, but 
yes, diverse in that sense.” 


If we stick to a conventional idea of what mediation 
is, the first thing that comes to mind is conflict ma- 
nagement between parties. Mediation in conflict 
resolution usually involves calling on a third party to 
solve a misunderstanding between two other par- 
ties. Different analogies could certainly be drawn, 
but continuing with the metaphor that Fran MM 
Cabeza de Vaca proposed, double (or triple) agents 
don't always come from outside. Sometimes me- 
diation between social spaces is initiated by agents 
who formally belong to one of these spaces, but 
who also belong to other spaces and know other 
languages and methods. This is the case of faculty 
in educational spaces: 
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“Educational privilege is a very powerful tool for 
creating safe spaces, spaces for questioning power 
(...). For including the question of school insiders ver- 
sus outsiders in all of these processes. | mean, being 
clear about the fact that the school is not a physi- 
cally defined place, that there are actual fences to 
jump, especially in the case of institutes. But what's 
really helping me a lot is always questioning what 
is inside and what is outside, because the narratives 
are designed to make us believe that there actually 
is an inside and an outside and that the bounda- 
ries between them are clear. The educational admi- 
nistration does it with how it distributes centres of 
learning, in how it divides up the student body, and 
| feel that this is a question that can help us to find 
another way of thinking,” Cabeza de Vaca states. 

It also has to do with identities, roles and how we 
name things. Often the labels that are automatica- 
lly ascribed to the roles that we conform to in spe- 
cific social spaces carry with them a set of prejudi- 
ces and pre-established notions: professor, activist, 
artist, researcher. For Fran MM Cabeza de Vaca, the 
key is dedicating yourself to the margins of identity 
and letting that be what reinvents the institution 
and its clichés: 

“| hesitate to let go of what the word queer really 
means when confronted with identitarianism, even 
though sometimes the word is just substituting one 
mainstream for another. The real meaning is having 
a clear commitment to the margins of identity and 
culture, a commitment to everything in flux. And to 
me, that’s a very transformative commitment. The 
queerest identity doesn't really have anything to do 
with gender. It’s concerned with all genders of all 
things, all categories. Allowing things to grow in the 
margins and become strong there because norma- 
lly we try to just push everything into the centre.” 
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One of the most complicated aspects of working in 
the kind of mediation that does not aim for neutra- 
lity, but at the same time seeks to encourage distri- 
buted participation and facilitate a plural conversa- 
tion, is the energy that must be invested in order to 
present yourself as both a listening ear and a solid 
guide at the same time. A listening ear, to be able 
to read different energy levels and tend to issues 
that are mired in the habits of the groups involved. 
But also solidity and safety, comfort, good humour 
and attitudes that inspire the group to keep pus- 
hing forward. 


Within ZEMOS98, we have never tried to advocate 
for neutral facilitation. Neutrality in a political pro- 
cess is normally a deceitful fallacy that usually ends 
up being an impossible role to carry out. But at the 
same time, we do have to recognise that facilitation 
should tend to create equity and not the other way 
around. That position and that double role of liste- 
ning to the group and trying to make things equal 
is something that can require a lot of energy. Fur- 
thermore, the person who is mediating a process 
doesn't enter into that process in a vacuum. There 
is always something external conditioning that per- 
son's level of energy. 


ZEMOS98 has been a precarious organisation for 
a long time. This means that we are few people 
doing many things on a salary that gives us just 
enough to live on. We do this by simplifying and 
reducing on a lot of fronts. On that note, we would 
like to formulate this last question about that re- 
lationship between inside and outside in terms of 
one’s own mediation work. The material conditions 
under which work is produced and what needs to 
be done from one mediation process to another. 
From one activity to another. And finally what often 
seems to emerge is the desire to stop. Is it possible 
to stop? Jaz Choi shares some intuitive thoughts on 
the matter: 
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“It’s hard to stop. It also seems very dramatic. In Ko- 
rean, we have an expression ‘nolda’, which means 
to play. And there's also an expression that refers 
to a key. ‘A key is playing,’ which basically means 
that it’s there, but it’s not pushing hard enough to 
fit into the keyhole. In Japanese, it’s similar. There's 
a word ‘yutori’, which means to increase in ampili- 
tude. Like a garment that is slightly oversized. This 
involves creating a bit of space for comfort and fle- 
xibility. And this can be applied to education. And 
| suppose that when applied to an organisation in 
‘survival mode’, that’s in a jam, it can really help you 
reflect. And the idea is, how do we create those li- 
ttle spaces that give you some breathing room and 
let you reflect on things? Because in reality, reflec- 
tive thought can happen in brief moments, small 
spaces. And those moments or spaces can be play- 
ful, basically.” 


The truth is that being able to stop is a privilege 
that not everyone can allow themselves, and per- 
haps the metaphor raised by Jaz could be very 
thought provoking and translated into practice in 
different ways - almost ad hoc, depending on the 
organisation in question. Even so, it’s tempting to 
try and nail down a specific experience in terms of 
how we can get past inertia in order to try to ge- 
nerate spaces suitable for reflecting on experiences 
and to collectively digest all these non-verbalised 
lessons. 
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Adam Horowitz shares his years-long experience 
working socially and politically with nuns in the 
US on a project known as Nuns & Nones, a collec- 
tive that is very different from anything we have in 
Spain or elsewhere in Europe. Their initiative and 
agency is similar to a social movement and subs- 
cribes to progressive, and even transformative, poli- 
tics: “We worked in cycles of six weeks. And every six 
weeks we would have a banquet, especially during 
the pandemic. And the organisation funded these 
events, which became part of our regular routine. 
And all of us involved knew that that was the day 
when we would divvy up tasks and deadlines for 
having important conversations and for creating 
this sensation of growth. And in the middle of that 
six weeks, we used it that day to try and come up 
with a set of challenges to complete. And we expe- 
rienced this as a process of realignment in order to 
find sustainable rhythms.” 


Being conscious of the fact that not all processes 
and tools work the same way for every person, 
we are certain that it is necessary to talk about 
the need to understand that every person needs 
spaces for self-care and that every organisation 
needs some “physical therapy” every now and then. 
Which, in this case, involved creating routines that 
allow for joint reflection and that are not caught up 
in the day-to-day. Honest mediation needs spaces 
for self-care as well, in any shape or form. And even 
so, there are still many issues to resolve. How do you 
maintain friendships at a distance? How are con- 
flicts solved when you can’t look the other person 
in the eyes? How can empathy be exercised throu- 
gh a computer screen? How do we make room for 
silence in digital spaces without it equating to a 
lack of participation? 


We hope to find the answers to these questions as 
we always have - by learning from other people by 
collaborating, cooperating and working collectively. 
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